In 1871 the effort to produce a definitive demography and ethnography of India resulted in the establishment of the first all-India census.3 As might be expected, caste held pride of place in both the demographic and ethnographic portions of the census. As a result, an enormous taxonomy of the Indian populace came into being, in which census-takers sought to place every subject of the diverse subcontinent upon a stable grid of classification by caste, by religion, or, in the case of those aboriginal peoples who fell outside the caste system, by tribe. An important aspect of this taxonomy was its hierarchical arrangement.
Although census officials sought to avoid inter-caste antagonism, they tended to follow the advice of Brahman consultants in formulating their classificatory schemes. Thus, the British construction of a caste society bore an unmistakable Brahman stamp -one which reflected the ranked divisions of a Brahman reading of the ancient Sanskrit scriptures: the Brahmans at the top of Hindu society, followed by the Kshatriyas, then the Vaishyas, and at the bottom the Shudras (Dirks 150-51, 209-10).
In placing Hindus along a graduated series by caste, British ethnographers often froze their subjects in arrangements that failed to recognize the fluidity of social relations in India, relations that were affected not only by movements within the caste system over time but also by modifications of traditional political structures due to changes in caste and class. Thus, as Bernard Cohn notes, caste was lifted out of its living contexts and transformed into "a 'thing, ' 
Imperial Gazetteer" ("Census" 242). In his preface to the first edition, Hunter acknowledges that his gazetteer is based on the Census of 1871-72 (xi). The entry on the Andaman
Islands as it appears in the novella reads: Throughout The Sign of Four, Tonga rarely deviates from type. Indeed, the gazetteer entry anticipates almost all aspects of his characterization. Only once is Tonga humanized in a way that diverges from the tyranny of typological discourse.14 This happens when Small describes how he came upon Tonga in the jungle "sick to death" with fever (155; ch. 12).
Having nursed the patient to health, Small finds the Islander "devoted" to him (155; ch. 12). Yet his tenderness here is cancelled by the rough contempt he heaps upon Tonga elsewhere. 
